Young Australian adults' beliefs about alcohol's role in sexual aggression and victimisation by Starfelt, Louise et al.
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Starfelt, Louise C., Young, Ross McD., Palk, Gavan R., & White, Katherine
M.
(2015)
Young Australian adults’ beliefs about alcohol’s role in sexual aggression
and victimisation.
Culture, Health & Sexuality : An International Journal for Research, Inter-
vention and Care, 17 (1), pp. 104-118.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/78302/
c© Copyright 2014 Routledge
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
http://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.950984
Identifying young Australian adults’ beliefs  1 
 
Identifying young Australian adults’ beliefs about alcohol’s facilitation of sexual 
aggression and victimisation 
Beliefs and misconceptions about sex, gender, and rape have been explored 
extensively to explain people’s attributions for alcohol-involved sexual violence. 
However, less is known about the specific beliefs that people hold about how 
alcohol facilitates sexual aggression and victimisation. This study aimed to 
identify these alcohol-related beliefs among young Australian adults. Six men and 
nine women (N = 15; 18-24 years) in focus groups (n = 13) and interviews (n = 2) 
were asked to discuss the role of alcohol in a hypothetical alcohol-involved rape. 
Using a consensual qualitative research methodology, the effects of alcohol that 
were seen to introduce, progress, and intensify risks for rape were increased 
confidence; character transformation; impaired cognition; behavioural 
disinhibition; altered sexual negotiation; enhanced self-centredness; impaired 
awareness of wrongdoing; increased/decreased sexual assertiveness; and 
compromised self-protection. Some of the beliefs identified in this study are not 
currently captured in alcohol expectancy measures which assess people’s beliefs 
about alcohol’s effects on cognition, emotion, and behaviour. This study’s 
findings will form the conceptual basis for the development of a new alcohol 
expectancy measure that can be used in future rape-perception research.  
 
Keywords: sexual assault; rape perception; alcohol, alcohol expectancy; 
consensual qualitative research 
 
Introduction 
About one in five Australian women have been sexually assaulted at least once since the age 
of 15 years (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] 2013). Alcohol (and/or drugs) was 
considered a contributing factor in over half (55.7%) of the most recent assaults although 
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perpetrators were more likely to have been under the influence of alcohol and/or drugs 
(48.2%) than victims (19.1%) (ABS 2013). Alcohol’s association with sexual assault 
experiences is well established (e.g., Abbey et al. 2001). However, the nature of this link is 
less well understood although it is likely complex and multi-faceted (see, for example, Abbey 
2011; Broach 2004). Lay people tend to ascribe a causal role to alcohol for sexual assault 
(e.g., Gillen and Muncer 1995; Fromme and Wendel 1995) and hold intoxicated perpetrators 
less, and intoxicated victims more, responsible and to blame (Richardson and Campbell 1982; 
Grubb and Turner 2012). In the rape-perception literature, it has been established that these 
observers are guided by a number of stereotypes and myths about sex, gender, and rape 
which lead to biased rape attributions (e.g., Ellison and Munro 2009; Ward 1995). For 
example, the adherence to cultural myths about rape (e.g., 'Many women secretly desire to be 
raped'; Payne, Lonsway, and Fitzgerald 1999) and traditional gender role attitudes (e.g., 'Men 
are more sexual than women'; Baber and Tucker 2006) are strong determinants of lenient and 
harsh views of sexual perpetrators and their victims, respectively (Grubb and Turner 2012).  
Although extensive research has established the pervasive rape mythology and gender 
role beliefs and their influence on rape perceptions, there is relatively scarce literature on the 
beliefs which pertain specifically to alcohol’s perceived role in sexual aggression and 
victimisation. Such research could clarify whether there are aspects specific to alcohol which 
are assumed to cause sexually aggressive and vulnerable behaviours. A broader literature 
exists which has explored perceptions of intoxicated behaviour and the gendered nature of 
these perceptions (e.g., de Visser and McDonnell 2012; Lindsay 2009) but this literature has 
not focused specifically on alcohol’s role in sexual assault. Understanding such alcohol-
related beliefs could clarify whether responsibility and blame attribution for sexual violence 
is underpinned by specific expected effects of alcohol in addition to the adherence to broader 
rape myths and gender role norms.  
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One theory that may shed light on people’s alcohol-related beliefs about sexually 
aggressive and vulnerable behaviours is alcohol expectancy theory (Goldman, Del Boca, and 
Darkes 1999; Young and Oei 1993). Alcohol expectancies are beliefs about alcohol’s effects 
on cognition, emotion, and behaviour, conceptualised as “if-then” prepositions in memory. 
People develop alcohol expectancies through vicarious and direct experiences (Christiansen, 
Goldman, and Inn 1982). Expectancies are then activated by alcohol-related primes (Reich, 
Goldman, and Noll 2004), affecting both sober and intoxicated cognition and behaviour (e.g., 
Friedman et al. 2007; Norris et al. 2002). People hold alcohol expectancies for their own 
(e.g., ‘When drinking alcohol, I say and do romantic things’; self-oriented expectancies) and 
others’ (e.g., ‘When drinking alcohol, men/women become hostile’; other-oriented 
expectancies) cognitions, emotions, and behaviour (Abbey et al. 1999). The majority of 
alcohol expectancy research has focused on self-oriented expectancies and how these beliefs 
influence alcohol use and misuse (e.g., Pabst et al. 2013). Therefore, methods to identify 
these expectancies have prompted people’s general expectations about how alcohol affects 
them (general alcohol expectancies) rather than how alcohol affects people in specific 
contexts, such as in sexual or aggressive situations (context-specific alcohol expectancies). 
Experimental research suggests that alcohol expectancies may be relevant to rape perceptions 
(e.g., Abbey et al. 2003); however, these studies have assessed general rather than context-
specific expectancies framed in terms of the target self (e.g., ‘When drinking alcohol, I am 
likely to initiate sex’). No measures assessing context-specific alcohol expectancies are 
currently available to researchers. Although the findings that intoxicated rape victims are 
viewed as more sexually disinhibited (e.g., George et al. 2000) suggest that sex-related 
expectancies may be important in rape perceptions, there is evidence that other alcohol-
related beliefs may be relevant. For example, sexual aggressors are judged as having less 
control of their sexual impulses (Shively 2001), less awareness of the consequences of their 
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sexually aggressive behaviour (Starfelt and White 2013), and less intention to act 
aggressively (Cameron and Stritzke 2003) when depicted as intoxicated compared to sober. 
Qualitative research with rape victims suggests that alcohol may be seen as contributing to 
victimisation through a compromised ability to recognise danger and respond effectively to 
sexual aggression (Testa and Livingston 1999). These appraisals, however, have not been 
conceptualised previously as expectancies of alcohol’s effects on people’s cognitions, 
emotions, and behaviours. The current study used a vignette method to prompt relevant 
beliefs about how alcohol affects others as a conceptual basis for the development of an 
alcohol expectancy measure that can be used specifically in rape-perception research. 
The current study 
This study was part of a larger research program which aimed to develop a new alcohol 
expectancy measure that assesses young adults’ beliefs about how alcohol facilitates sexual 
aggression and victimisation. This initial study was exploratory and aimed to identify 
alcohol-related beliefs associated with sexual aggression and vulnerability from an observer 
perspective. Given the exploratory aim, we used an inductive qualitative methodology to 
identify these beliefs. The target population for this research was young adults between 18 
and 25 years of age. In Australia, where this research was conducted, excessive and risky 
drinking is common in the young adult population (Reid et al. 2007) indicating their frequent 
experience of associated acute alcohol-related harms, such as injury or sexual assaults 
(Rickwood et al. 2011). National surveys of Australian women suggest that sexual 
victimisation is most prevalent in young adulthood with over one in ten women between 18 
and 24 years reporting such experiences across a one-year period (Mouzos and Makkai 
2004): Consequently, young adults represent important informal support providers given that 
victims typically tell their friends about their victimisation (Orchowski and Gidycz 2012). 
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For these reasons, young adults are a group with depth and recency of experience (Hill, 
Thompson, and Williams 1997). 
Method 
Consensual qualitative research 
Consensual qualitative research (CQR; Hill, Thompson, and Williams 1997) is an inductive 
approach that has been used in substance-use research to inform scale development (Parr et 
al. 2006; Mullens et al. 2009). CQR is informed by phenomenology (Giorgi 1970) and 
grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967) and takes the epistemological position that a 
representation of the ‘true’ human experience is accessible by researchers (Hill, Thompson, 
and Williams 1997). This objective is achieved through an iterative analysis that relies on a 
research team’s negotiation to consensus. The approach involves a semi-structured data 
collection (typically focus groups or interviews) that is consistent across cases to develop 
domains (overarching topic areas) and categories (thematic patterns). One important aim with 
the approach is to use participants’ natural language in interpretations of their responses. 
CQR incorporates an auditing process by a person involved in the research but not in 
consensus discussions. The auditor’s task is to examine conclusions drawn by the research 
team and look for any data that may have been overlooked or are unaccounted for by the 
domains and categories.  
Sample 
The sample comprised six men and nine women (N = 15) recruited through online 
advertisements directed at university students of a large Australian university and via 
snowballing. Participants were full-time students (n = 11) and part-time (n = 4) or full-time (n 
= 5) employees, aged between 18 and 24 years. Half of the participants (n = 7) were single 
(one participant did not report his relationship status). Seven participants had completed high 
school with the remaining participants reporting a Technical and Further Education (TAFE; 
Identifying young Australian adults’ beliefs  6 
 
government-funded registered training organisations in Australia) course (n = 3) or university 
degree (n = 5) as their highest level of education completed. Most participants (n = 12) self-
identified as being of an Australian or New Zealand background and spoke English as their 
first language. The remaining three participants reported Asian or European backgrounds.        
Procedure 
Ethical approval was provided by the university’s Human Research Ethics Committee. Six, 
small, same-sex focus groups (two or three participants per group) were conducted. The 
group context offered an opportunity for individuals to elaborate on each other’s responses 
and to provide supporting or opposing arguments, allowing for an in-depth understanding of 
the data (Hennink 2007; Liamputtong 2009). Given the sensitive topic, a small group of 
same-sex individuals who are similar in age provided a safe environment for participants to 
express their views (Hennink 2007). For this reason, focus-group participants may be more 
likely to engage in discussions about contentious topics (Pösö, Honkatukia, and Nyqvist 
2008; Liamputtong 2009). Although scheduled as focus groups, two interviews were also 
held due to the non-attendance of some participants and out of respect for the participant who 
did attend. The two methods of data collection offered an opportunity for triangulation of the 
method (Casey and Murphy 2009) and it was found that the focus groups resulted in more 
nuanced data compared to interviews. 
Focus groups and interviews (average duration = 40 minutes, range = 25-70 minutes) 
were conducted in private homes and university meeting rooms and participants provided 
written consent. A female postgraduate researcher facilitated the sessions and a female 
assistant facilitator was present also to prompt for clarification and further discussion of 
unexplored themes. Participants were informed that their participation would involve 
discussing their views on a hypothetical scenario portraying an unwanted sexual experience 
(the term rape was not used to allow participants to subjectively label the scenario given that 
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we were also interested in the social attribution process; see Starfelt et al. 2013). The study 
information outlined that participants would be asked to respond to a number questions 
relating to their reaction to the presented scenario and what role certain factors, such as 
alcohol, play in their views of the portrayed man and woman. Participants were also 
encouraged to discuss these factors more generally (i.e., outside the context of the scenario). 
The facilitator read out the scenario which depicted a man, ‘Michael’, and a woman, 
‘Jessica’, who meet and get acquainted at a party (see supplementary material). The male and 
female characters are described as consuming alcohol together to the extent of feeling 
intoxicated as they dance and flirt with each other. At the end of the party, Michael and 
Jessica accompany each other to a bedroom where they engage in consensual foreplay before 
Jessica verbally resists Michael’s further advances (i.e., ‘Jessica tells Michael to stop’). 
However, Michael ignores her objections and proceeds to have sex with Jessica against her 
will. The portrayed assault meets the current legal definition of rape in the state where this 
research was undertaken.  
Data from this study were used also to explore young adults’ labelling of, 
explanations for, and responsibility and blame attributed for intoxicated sexual aggression 
and victimisation; however, these findings are discussed elsewhere (Starfelt et al. 2013). For 
the purpose of this paper, participants’ discussions about the role of alcohol were coded and 
analysed in accordance with CQR. The questions that generally guided these discussions 
were: 1) What role do you think alcohol played in what happened?; 2) In what way do you 
think that alcohol affected Michael in this situation?; 3) In what way do you think that 
alcohol affected Jessica in this situation?; 4) What do you think would have happened if 
Michael and Jessica had not consumed any alcohol? The order of the questions was not fixed 
or counter-balanced but responsive to naturally occurring discussions. 
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Data analysis 
Focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The first four transcripts were 
then independently reviewed by the primary research team members and discussed in face-to-
face meetings until consensus was reached. The first author subsequently coded the 
remaining transcripts. A number of strategies were adopted to ensure a rigorous analysis (see 
Hill, Thompson, and Williams 1997) and included piloting of the written scenario and 
interview schedule, recording of personal reflections throughout the data-collection phase, 
auditing of preliminary results, and classifying the representativeness of the categories to the 
sample. Categories were classified as typical if they applied to half of the cases or more and 
variant if they applied to less than half of the cases (but more than one case). These labels 
represent a common classification system for communicating results in CQR research, 
thereby allowing some comparison between studies (Hill et al. 2005). Each focus group and 
interview was counted as one case. Some overlap between categories was allowed, consistent 
with CQR (Hill, Thompson, and Williams 1997).  
Pilot study 
A pilot study (N = 6; age range = 18-22 years) was conducted to develop and evaluate the 
rape scenario and semi-structured interview schedule. University students participated in 
individual interviews for the purpose of providing open-ended feedback on the realism of 
three hypothetical rape scenarios and the comprehensiveness, appropriateness, and clarity of 
the interview questions. Participants suggested improvements to the questions. The scenario 
which was perceived as most realistic and relatable was selected for the main study and some 
questions were amended for clarification.  
Results 
Data were categorised into three domains and nine categories. Domains were developed to 
aggregate the data into meaningful and more manageable sections (Hill, Thompson, and 
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Williams 1997). Categories were grouped together to differentiate the expected effects of 
alcohol that were seen as introducing risks (Domain 1), progressing risky cognitions and 
behaviours (Domain 2), and intensifying proximal risks (Domain 3). Illustrative quotes have 
been selected as examples of these categories although they are kept at a minimum for the 
interest of brevity. Participants’ real names have been replaced with pseudonyms.  
Domain 1: introducing risks 
The first domain comprised perceived effects of alcohol which were distant from the 
immediate context of the rape but were seen as important in facilitating risky and careless 
behaviour. These effects were not seen as negative but likely to lead to negative 
consequences.     
Increased confidence (variant)  
One expected effect of alcohol that was seen to initiate the set of events described in the 
scenario was increased confidence. This intoxicated confidence was viewed as introducing 
risks and vulnerabilities indirectly because it facilitates interactions with potential sexual 
partners.  
Zoe, 23 years: ‘... she would have a lot more confidence [from drinking], even 
early on in the night with the dancing and the flirting, like... I know personally I wouldn’t 
have the confidence without alcohol to approach someone that I didn’t know...’ 
Character transformation (typical)  
Although participants often viewed alcohol’s effects on cognitions and behaviours as general 
(they apply to everyone), they typically acknowledged that alcohol affects people differently. 
Accordingly, people were seen as having specific ‘drinking characters’ which represented the 
relatively consistent changes in a person’s personality after drinking. These drinking 
characters were seen as an expression of intensified interpersonal (e.g., sociability, 
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aggressiveness, flirtatiousness) and emotional attributes (e.g., sadness, happiness) and related 
to an individual’s pre-existing (i.e., sober) repertoire. 
Liam, 19 years: ‘You’re still yourself [when you are intoxicated], I mean, like 
parts of yourself become more dominant or certain emotions.’ 
Zoe, 23 years: ‘[Alcohol] accentuates different parts of your personality.’  
Domain 2: progressing risky cognitions and behaviours 
The expected effects of alcohol that were seen to progress risks were linked more directly to 
sexual risk-taking. The second domain comprised beliefs about alcohol that were more 
relevant to sexual behaviours but were still distant to the immediate context of the rape.   
Impaired cognition (typical)  
The progression of events described in the scenario was seen by participants as a 
consequence of more superficial thinking and a diminished ability to analyse situations due to 
the effects of alcohol. As such, the cognitive restraints that would otherwise be seen to inhibit 
certain actions or decisions were compromised.  
Grace, 21 years: ‘It’s harder to, I guess, deep-think into stuff when you’ve been 
drinking because you’re so carefree.’  
According to participants, these cognitive impairments contributed to indecision, 
compromised awareness of the potential consequences of one’s behaviour, and losing a sense 
of one’s personal values. These impairments were considered as particularly relevant to 
sexual vulnerability. 
Jack, 22 years: ‘... girls... getting more drunk and losing their morals and what 
they stand for...’ 
Zoe, 23 years: ‘I think as well, decisions are a lot easier to make sober ... than, if 
you’re intoxicated. Chloe, 21 years: Mm. Like, in her head, she may have been like “No, 
maybe, ok. No.” Zoe: Yeah. Chloe: Like, not even sure in herself in saying no.’ 
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Behavioural disinhibition (typical) 
While impaired cognition represents the expected internal processes resulting from alcohol 
consumption, disinhibition is the associated behavioural component of alcohol’s expected 
effects. Participants talked about disinhibition in terms of acting impulsively or with an 
absence of thought, leading to risky, or sometimes even dangerous, behaviour that brings 
consequent remorse or regret. The act of accompanying each other to the bedroom together 
was seen to exemplify how this disinhibition functioned to progress events in the scenario. 
Zoe, 23 years: ‘Definitely the alcohol would have... brought down the inhibitions 
about going upstairs... by yourself with him.’ 
Isaac, 23 years: ‘... the inhibitions are lowered [...] that dangerous behaviour that 
you’ve always wanted to do that you just haven’t... carried it out because... when, you’re 
sober, you’re more sensible.’  
Altered sexual negotiation (typical) 
According to participants, alcohol intoxication was considered to intensify the process of 
sexual negotiation which was initiated early in verbal and behavioural interactions between 
the perpetrator and the victim. Sexual consent was, thus, perceived as a result of a negotiation 
over an extended period of time through behaviour and communicative ‘signs’ from the 
victim (as the man’s sexual consent was assumed) which contributed to increased sexual 
expectations. These expectations functioned to discredit subsequent protestations and, as 
such, the verbal objection described in the scenario (‘Jessica told Michael to stop, but he 
didn’t listen to her’) was not, in itself, accepted to signify non-consent.  
Chloe, 21 years: ‘When you drink... Especially if they’ve been flirting […] people 
go “No, don’t” [tongue-in-cheek], it’s part of that flirting.’ 
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Participants clearly expressed the view that accompanying someone to a bedroom 
(while intoxicated at a party) signals a mutual agreement that a sexual encounter is to take 
place.  
Mia, 21 years: ‘... if you take somebody you don’t know or even someone you 
know and you’re drinking and you go to a bedroom, it’s almost implied what’s gonna 
happen. You’re not there to have a deep, meaningful conversation.’ 
To disrupt this scripted, intoxicated sexual negotiation following this tacit ‘consent’ 
was, therefore, described as upsetting, conflicting, or misleading. 
Domain 3: intensifying proximal risks 
Finally, the expected effects of alcohol that were seen as intensifying proximal risks were 
directly relevant to the cognitions and behaviours that took place immediately prior to, and 
during, the sexual assault. The third domain, as such, comprised beliefs about how 
intoxication may lead to aggressive or unassertive behavioural responses within a sexual 
situation.   
Enhanced self-centeredness (typical) 
The belief that alcohol may enhance self-centeredness represented a risk specifically relevant 
to and imminent of sexual aggression. Several participants discussed the possibility that the 
intoxicated perpetrator may have been excessively self-focused, leading to lack of concern 
about his partner’s feelings or intentions following her sexual refusal.  
Emily, 18 years: ‘... his mind set was altered [from the alcohol] ... he was like, just 
being selfish like, for his own, like, reasons obviously to do what he wanted to do, wasn’t 
thinking about her feelings in this situation.’ 
Lily, 19 years: ‘And you know how sometimes when you’ve had too much to 
drink you sort of feel that over-cocky, on-top-of-the-world, Superman sort of syndrome? 
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[…] … he wouldn’t have even heard her cause he was too busy in his own head going 
“Yeah, this is me, I’m a stud, I’m gonna get laid” sort of thing.’ 
Impaired awareness of wrongdoing (typical)  
Participants also discussed the alternate possibility that, due to the effects of alcohol, the 
perpetrator may not have been aware of the victim’s objections. In contrast with impaired 
cognition, this category was specific to the sexual perpetrator and referred only to cognitions 
in the immediate context of the rape.  
Emily, 18 years: ‘Probably if he was sober, he wouldn’t force her kind of thing. 
He would have had the mind state to be like “Obviously this is wrong”.’ 
Lily, 19 years: ‘He may not have really realised what’s going on around him and 
it’s the alcohol, like, without the alcohol maybe he is just, like, a nice guy who would 
have stopped but because he is over-intoxicated... frame... and there was this build-up to 
it, he may not have realised what’s going on.’ 
Increased/decreased sexual assertiveness (typical)  
Whereas the sexual negotiation process mainly related to events leading up to the incident, 
sexual advances and responses during the actual assault were attributed also to alcohol 
intoxication. At this point, alcohol’s perceived role in intoxicated sexual communication can 
be conceptualised as gendered, reflecting latent power structures. While the perpetrator was 
described as more sexually assertive as a result of drinking alcohol, the victim was described 
as less sexually assertive. This imbalance was thought to lead to physical forcefulness on part 
of the perpetrator and ambiguous or unclear resistance strategies on part of the victim.  
Zoe, 23 years: ‘I think [alcohol] would have made him a lot... more... forceful, in 
that, giving him the confidence to keep going with something even though, she might 
have been protesting...’ 
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Mia, 21 years: ‘If we think that Michael is actually a nice guy, he’s just really 
drunk and his judgement is impaired, it could have just been the lack of forceful 
communication. She might have said no, it could have been a whisper, it could have been 
a sneeze, she might have said it once and then she might have kept feeling him up.’ 
Chloe, 21 years: ‘She may have been fairly weak in her objections... if she was 
intoxicated.’ 
Compromised self-protection (variant)  
Participants acknowledged that intoxication may reduce a woman’s effectiveness of self-
protective behaviours. Some participants talked about the difficulty of physically resisting an 
aggressor’s unwanted sexual advances in an intoxicated state.   
Emma, 24 years: ‘… she would have probably not been capable of fighting back 
as she would have been if she wasn’t intoxicated. I don’t know, doesn’t it slow your 
reactions, your balance and all that?’  
Discussion 
This study explored young Australian adults’ alcohol-related beliefs about sexual aggression 
and victimisation. Nine themes were identified and related to the perceived effects of alcohol 
that introduced, progressed, and intensified sexual assault risks. The expected cognitive and 
behavioural impairments resulting from alcohol intoxication were considered to contribute 
significantly to risky decision-making and behaviour, sexualised communication, and 
misunderstandings. In addition, alcohol was perceived as influencing sexual assertiveness and 
compromising self-protection in the immediate context of rape. Some of the risks that were 
seen to result from alcohol intoxication were specific to the depicted male aggressor whereas 
others were relevant only to the female victim, broadly supporting the literature on drinking 
norms which has demonstrated that alcohol-related beliefs are gendered (e.g., de Visser and 
McDonnell 2012).  
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The effects of alcohol that were seen as introducing distal risks of sexual aggression and 
victimisation were increased confidence and character transformation. Participants assumed 
that feeling more self-assured in the interaction with others would facilitate initial contact and 
connection between the perpetrator and victim. Further, recognising that alcohol affects 
people differently, according to some of the participants, having a flirtatious or aggressive 
‘drinking character’ had the potential to introduce unforseen risks when meeting new people. 
Not knowing how a person typically reacts to alcohol, under these circumstances, represents 
a distal, but significant, risk that the male and female characters in the portrayed scenario 
were seen as willing to take. 
Several expected effects of alcohol were seen to progress the events described in the 
scenario, thus, serving also to progress sexual assault risks. Impaired cognition and 
behavioural disinhibition were conceptualised as general (apply to everyone) and relevant 
across drinking contexts. Participants frequently discussed alcohol’s effect on cognition, 
emphasising its impairing effect on individuals’ ability to think carefully about the 
consequences of their behaviours, assess and interpret situations appropriately, and make 
responsible decisions. Similarly, a tendency to act on impulse through disinhibition was seen 
to account for risky behaviours. These issues were seen as important both for the perpetrator 
and the victim and corroborate prior findings in relation to general alcohol expectancies (e.g., 
Fromme, Stroot, and Kaplan 1993; Demmel and Hagen 2003).  
More relevant to the issue of consent and demonstrative of how these context-specific 
alcohol-related beliefs are gendered, participants believed that alcohol altered the man and 
woman’s sexual negotiation, serving to invalidate subsequent sexual refusal as ‘token 
resistance’ (Muehlenhard and Hollabaugh 1988). In interactions between potential sexual 
partners, participants implied that alcohol affects men and women differently: While 
intoxicated women are seen to act flirtatiously or suggestively without necessarily wanting 
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sex, men were seen as more likely to, often prematurely, assume that interactions would lead 
to sex via sexualised interpretations of a woman’s communicative cues. Participants’ 
understanding of this intoxicated sexual negotiation lends support to sexual script theory 
(e.g., Frith 2009) which posits a reliance on schematic representations of sexual encounters as 
a prescriptive set of events, actions, and interactions.  
Sexual violence literature has found previously that the frequency with which a man 
misinterprets a woman’s friendly cues as sexual invitations is an important predictor of 
sexual aggression (e.g., Abbey, McAuslan, and Ross 1998). These beliefs, however, have not 
been conceptualised as representing alcohol expectancies which could clarify, for example, 
whether sexual aggressors expect misinterpretations to occur before consuming alcohol or 
whether misinterpretations are merely acknowledged or cognitively constructed ex-post facto. 
More relevant to the rape-perception area, although existing alcohol expectancy measures 
include domains capturing sexual drive (e.g., 'When I drink alcohol, I am interested in having 
sex'; Abbey et al. 1999) and sexual enhancement (e.g., 'I often feel sexier after I've been 
drinking'; Young and Oei 1996), they do not typically assess how these sexual feelings are 
expected to be expressed or interpreted by others. If observers believe that intoxication 
triggers men’s sexual expectations and women’s sexualised behaviour and that this 
combination accounts for sexual misunderstandings, they may be more likely to minimise the 
seriousness of intoxicated sexual aggression. Thus, alcohol expectancy measures used in 
rape-perception research should include items assessing gender-specific beliefs to better 
understand how they impact on rape attributions.  
Discussions that focused on risks in the immediate context of the rape conveyed 
further important gendered beliefs. Accordingly, alcohol intoxication was thought to 
influence differentially the male and female characters’ cognitions and behaviours. For the 
perpetrator, a cognitive state of enhanced self-centredness or, alternatively, impaired 
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awareness of wrongdoing was central to participants’ understanding of his coercive 
behaviour following the woman’s sexual refusal. In addition to entering a risky mind-set, 
intoxication was seen to perpetuate the perpetrator’s sexual assertiveness, thus, making him 
more persistent to obtain sex.  
While the perpetrator was described as more sexually assertive as a result of drinking, 
the victim was described as less sexually assertive. For the victim, this lessened assertiveness 
was reflected by the perceived ineffective and indirect expressions of sexual refusal, 
contextualised by labels which were reminiscent of weakness and passivity. It is interesting to 
note that, while the victim was seen as behaving in a more suggestive and sexualised manner 
leading up to the rape, she was seen as less sexually assertive in the immediate context of the 
rape. These conflicting observations highlight problematic views of drinking women who 
seemingly are characterised as sexual temptresses who then ‘fail’ to adequately communicate 
their true sexual intentions. Not only may these views perpetuate the myth that 
misunderstanding or miscommunication lead to rape (Frith 2009; Beres 2010), but also that 
women are responsible for causing this misunderstanding or miscommunication.      
Finally, participants acknowledged that intoxication may affect a woman’s physical 
response to sexual coercion which reflects an established finding in research examining 
alcohol’s effects on sexual victimisation risk (e.g., Davis, George, and Norris 2004). The pre-
existing belief that alcohol reduces women’s ability to protect themselves may serve to 
exacerbate women’s feelings of helplessness and vulnerability in situations where sexual 
aggression risk is imminent (see, for example, Zawacki et al. 2005). The observer who 
endorses the belief that alcohol compromises self-protection may liken voluntary intoxication 
to a willingness to accept physical vulnerability. 
 Although this study examined individual perceptions of alcohol’s role in sexual 
violence, the beliefs expressed by participants in this study form part of a broader social 
Identifying young Australian adults’ beliefs  18 
 
conceptualisation of normative sexuality and gender ideologies. In Western countries, 
culturally produced gendered sexualities that liken masculine sexuality to dominance and 
female sexuality to submission (Sanchez, Fetterolf, and Rudman 2012) equate to a normative 
power difference between men and women in sexual encounters. Alcohol’s expected effects, 
as identified in this study, can therefore be seen to exacerbate sexual power inequity, thereby 
normalising men’s sexual coercion and women’s vulnerability. This research, then, adds to 
the literature through an enriched understanding of individuals’ alcohol-related beliefs that 
likely interact with norms about sexuality and gender (Cowley 2014) to allow for a 
comprehensive understanding of young adults’ attributions for alcohol-involved rape.           
Implications 
In this study, young adults linked alcohol’s effects with sexual vulnerabilities via specific 
perceived risky cognitions and behaviours. These beliefs may surface in situations where 
young adults respond to sexual perpetrators and their victims in the aftermath of intoxicated 
sexual violence. Victims typically disclose their victimisation to peers (Orchowski and 
Gidycz 2012) who play a crucial role in validating a victim’s experience and encouraging 
formal help seeking from support services and law enforcement. Peers’ assumptions 
regarding alcohol’s contribution to sexual aggression or risky behaviours may prompt 
responses to disclosure which reinforce rape myths such as he did not mean to (due to a 
perpetrator’s assumed impaired awareness of wrongdoing) or you were raped because the 
way you said no was ambiguous (due to a victim’s assumed decreased sexual assertiveness) 
(see Bohner et al. 2009).  
Most young adults in this study are likely jury-eligible individuals, given that jury-
selection in Australia is random from ordinary citizen over the age of 18 years. Jurors are 
vulnerable to relying on pre-conceived beliefs and attitudes in the court room (Temkin and 
Krahé 2008) which may, ultimately, sway decisions about a defendant’s guilt or innocence. 
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Findings of this study imply that assumptions regarding the effects of alcohol may serve to 
obscure factors which underlie criminal responsibility such as the defendant’s awareness of 
right and wrong and the complainant’s (non-)consent.     
Limitations and future directions 
This study has some noteworthy limitations. Given the research methodology, it is 
acknowledged that the categories developed based on these data may not be representative of 
Australian young adults more generally. The purpose of this study was to form the conceptual 
basis for alcohol expectancy measure development: Thus, future studies will assess 
generalisability, reliability, and validity of the identified themes. It is acknowledged that the 
typical-variant classification that form part of the CQR approach does not meaningfully 
capture the verbal and non-verbal nuances of participants’ responses or the time spent 
discussing a particular theme. The alcohol-related beliefs that emerged may also be 
dependent on alcohol dose level which was not specified in the vignette but could be 
explored in future studies. Due to the sensitive topic, discussions may, potentially, have been 
inhibited by social desirability. Both male and female interviews and groups were facilitated 
by a female researcher and, given that sexual violence is a gendered issue, social desirability 
may therefore have been more pronounced in male groups. The researcher’s recorded 
personal reflections, however, indicate that discussions, for the most part, were judged as 
interactive and relaxed. Due to the gendered nature of sexual violence, a systematic 
exploration of participant sex differences may have resulted in a more in-depth understanding 
of participants’ responses and discussions; however, there were no evident differences in the 
themes that emerged in the male and female focus groups and interviews. Further, rape 
perceptions could be examined in naturally occurring peer groups which are likely to include 
both men and women rather than single-sex groups.  
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 This study explored alcohol-related beliefs relating to sexual violence among young 
adult Australians. Rape perceptions and beliefs about alcohol are culturally and contextually 
determined and, although this study identified beliefs which share some overlap with alcohol 
expectancy research in other countries and cultural sub-groups (e.g., Demmel and Hagen 
2003), the unique findings may reflect the specific culture or demographic of the sample. 
Context-specificity of alcohol-related beliefs is important to consider and, as such, future 
research could determine whether the unique findings of this study generalises to other 
cultures or groups of individuals (e.g., young adults in other Western countries, older adults).         
 This study is part of a three stage research program which examines the role of 
alcohol expectancies in rape perceptions. This initial qualitative exploration will provide a 
theoretical basis for scale development to establish a reliable and valid alcohol expectancy 
measure that captures young adults’ beliefs about alcohol’s role in sexual coercion and 
victimisation. The categories developed through this study and the terminology used by the 
participants will guide item construction. Items will be phrased in terms of the targets self, 
men and women to capture the gendered nature of the alcohol-related beliefs that were 
identified. Based on this study’s findings, potential items could include, for example,  
“Drinking alcohol makes it difficult for me/men/women to say no to sex in a clear and 
consistent way” to reflect the construct of decreased sexual assertiveness. In a final stage of 
the research program, the newly developed measure will be used to examine the effects of 
context-specific alcohol expectancies on attributions of blame for intoxicated sexual 
aggression and victimisation. Accordingly, the measure has potential as a research tool to 
elucidate the established tendency for observers to excuse intoxicated sexual perpetrators 
while blaming intoxicated victims (Grubb and Turner 2012). 
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Conclusion 
In summary, this study identified important alcohol-related beliefs not currently captured in 
the alcohol expectancy literature, although most studies discuss beliefs that are conceptually 
relevant to both aggression and sexuality. It appears that alcohol’s expected effects on 
cognitive processes, such as awareness of wrongdoing, and behaviours, such as self-
protection, may be associated with observers’ understanding of, and explanations for, 
alcohol-involved rape. In addition, some of the beliefs identified in this study that are 
included in existing alcohol expectancy instruments have been overlooked because they have 
not been linked to sexual assault experiences or to the gender. Based on this study’s findings, 
these beliefs may be central to how observers make attributions for sexual aggression and 
victimisation under the influence of alcohol.  
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